gave allegiance. In this, no doubt, he was influenced by his uncle, Marius, who had been the leader of the Populares. After the eclipse of Marius when Julius Casar was a youth, Sulla the champion of the Optimates came to power and dealt very severely with his political opponents. Fortunately for the Roman Empire, the youth Julius was left alone, though he had to travel abroad for some time.
Despite the great care taken to avoid any individual form of dictatorship in the Roman State, it gradually came about that political power was concentrated into the hands of a comparatively small group of Patrician families who saw to it that they dominated the Senate. Consequently many of the Laws which were passed favoured the Patrician and land-owning classes. Successful wars brought more slaves into Roman hands, and these slaves went to swell the estates of the landowners who were able to cultivate their land with cheap slave labour. The smaller farmers could not compete and sold their farms to seek their fortune in the capital, thus adding to the number of the "hangers on" and unemployed. Successive political leaders vied with one another to gain popularity, and the increasing inefficiency and corruption of both Parties were undermining the State, so that the time was ripe for a man with that rare combination of ambition and ability to rescue the Roman Republic from the slough of corruption and selfishness which was threatening to engulf it. Though we know that Julius Casar was the man to do this it took him fifty years of pushing, bribing, intriguing and fighting to convince his contemporaries of this. And even when he had succeeded, they could not forgive him and despite all he had done for them and for the State they murdered him; though they preferred to call it "tyrannicide".
This was a political blunder, for Casar was the one man who could have built upon the old foundation a solid and workable government. His assassination involved the State in fresh struggles and civil wars, until in the end it fell under the supremacy of CQsar's heir and nephew, Augustus, who established a far more despotic rule than that which the so-called liberators had attempted to-avert. Born in the year 102 B.c., Casar was, thanks to his uncle Marius' influence, given, of all things, a senior religious appointment as Flamen Dialis at the age of 15. This gave him a seat in the Senate but precluded him from taking an active part in war or politics. This did not last very long and at 19 he went abroad, gaining experience in war as an aide-decamp and as an orator and lawyer from the leading teachers in the Grecian Islands. This included an episode at the Court of King Nicodemus which later on was magnified by his opponents into a homosexual scandal. However, his conduct in more mature years shows that if this incident ever occurred it was but an adolescent prank, for Sir Charles Oman refers to him later as "the inevitable co-respondent in every fashionable divorce". Returning to public life in Rome at the age of 30 he achieved the coveted Consulship by the age of 42.
He was not too particular about the means he employed to reach this post which has been described as a "carnival of illegality and mob law, which made a fitting close to the whole of his demagogic career".
Once his Consulship was over he took over the pro-Consulship of the Gallic Provinces, at the same time forming an uneasy alliance with the financier Crassus and the ex-soldier Pompey. This was known as the Triumvirate and each was of equal Consular rank and power. Casar left for his Gallic Province and it was ten years before he returned to Rome, having in the meantime conquered the whole of Gaul, contained the Germanic hordes and invaded Britain twice.
Despite his previously slight military experience Julius Cesar soon proved to be an exceptional leader in war. He was not only a great strategist and military tactician but he was also a leader of men. Many were the times that he, personally, led his men into battle, and he was often in the thickest of the fight. As an orator and as a politician he was unequalled and by sheer force of intellect he could persuade men to his way of thinking, equally well in committee, in the political arena or before a group of tired and even rebellious soldiers. Even the eloquent though vacillating Cicero, the silver-tongued orator, was compelled to admit that he had met his master in Julius Cesar; but he never forgave Casar for this, and I believe that it was he, Cicero, who was behind the plot to kill Cesar.
At the end of the Gallic campaign CQsar fought his way back to Rome from which his opponents, the Senate (headed by Pompey) had fled, but four more years of fighting in Spain, Greece, Africa and again Spain were needed before he finally returned triumphantly to Rome.
During the year that was left to him he laid the foundation of a new autocracy headed by a Sovereign to rule the Roman Empire in the place of the Senate and the people. His Section of the History of Medicine 29n ames have been immortalized in the month of July and in the title of Casar, Czar and Kaiser. He forgave his political enemies; but this was his undoing, for they could not forgive him.
As a young man he was undersized and delicate, but he grew up to be virile, tough and even licentious. Though he loved luxury and power, he never over-indulged in eating or drinking, and between the ages of 40 and 55 lived the hard life of a soldier on campaign. Always in the public eye, any disorder, infirmity or even slight accident is sure to have been noted and even magnified. We have heard of his baldness and of his amours, and even when he stumbled and fell when disembarking on to African soil during the Civil War this was noted by Plutarch. I am sure that if he had been subject to real epileptic fits we would have heard much more about them than has come down to us from the writers of those times.
Our main source of information about Casar's "falling sickness" comes from "Plutarch's Lives" in which it is mentioned three times.
The first was part of a general description of Casar-"he was lean, white and soft-skinned, and often subject to headache, and other while to the falling sickness, the which took him the first time, as is reported, in Cordoba." Now Casar was three times in Spain. The first time was before he was Consul, the second in the early stages of the Civil War before he defeated Pompey at Pharsalus, and finally after the African campaign when he was dealing with Pompey's son and his followers. This must refer to the second campaign in Spain as Plutarch's next reference to the sickness is in the African campaign at the battle of Thapsacus against King Juba and Scipio. When he did not take his usual place in the forefront of the battle Plutarch says: "For as he did set his men in battle the falling sickness took him, whereunto he was given, and therefore feeling it coming, before he was overcome withal, he was carried into a castle not far from thence where the battle was fought, and there took his rest till the extremity of his disease had left him." Plutarch's third reference is to the time when the populace offered Caesar the Emperor's crown and he refused it three times:
"Notwithstanding it is reported that afterwards, to excuse this folly, he imputed it to his disease, saying that their wits are not perfect which have this disease of the falling evil when standing on their feet they speak to the common people, but are soon troubled with a trembling of their body and a sudden dimness and giddiness." It may be noted that in none of these three statements is there any reference to loss of consciousness, to foaming at the mouth, to twitching of the face or limbs, or indeed to any of the other manifestations of epilepsy.
Plutarch, the Greek philosopher and biographer, was born in the reign of Claudius, half-way through the first century, A.D. He wrote in Greek and his most famous work, his "Lives," compares and contrasts the Greek and Roman heroes. His is the most contemporary and the fullest life of Casar.
There is another by Suetonius, the first in his series of "The Lives of the Caesars." This was written some seventy years after Plutarch. Suetonius had the advantage of being Secretary to the Emperor Hadrian and in this position had access to Imperial Archives. His "Life of Casar", written in Latin, makes but one short reference to Julius Casar's ailment-"He was twice attacked by the falling sickness during his campaigns".
As might be expected Cesar himself makes no reference to this sickness in any of his works, nor is it mentioned by Cicero, Lucan or Dio Cassius.
Shakespeare's source of information about Julius Casar came from Sir Thomas North's translation of "Plutarch's Lives"; and it was Sir Thomas North who coined the term "the falling sickness". He did not translate direct from the Greek, but from the French of James attacks of epilepsy are also noted in the play-'He hath the falling sickness'. It is quite possible that attacks of giddiness associated with Meniere's Disease of the ear may have been mistaken for epilepsy. The Romans were familiar enough with epilepsy, which they called 'morbus comitialis', from the attacks witnessed in the Forum or Senate House which broke up the Assembly; and it is unlikely that aural vertigo was understood at that time." Where, then, did Shakespeare get his reference to Julius Caesar being deaf in the left ear? It has been suggested that there might be some political significance in this, but it cannot be in the modem sense, for the term "Left Wing" and "Right Wing" only became significant in the Assembly of the French Revolution. Again, could it be that Casar was suggesting that he was going to forget what had just been said? But as he had just been doing all the talking and very little listening, there is little point in this suggestion. As there does not appear to be any mention of Cwsar being deaf in any of the references available to Shakespeare he may have put this in so as to add a touch of realism to the part. We know that Shakespeare always made his great historical figures behave like ordinary human beings; and indeed it is just that homely touch which makes his characters live. It could well be that Shakespeare knew someone or possibly more than one person who was troubled with the "falling sickness" and deafness, and that he introduced the deafness in one ear in order to make Caesar like other men. There is no reason to suppose that the deafness was brought in to help the stage business.
But even if we are to deny CQsar's deafness on the grounds that we have only Shakespeare's word for it, we are still left with his "falling sickness". Plutarch, writing in Greek, refers to this as "Epileptikois", a term used in those days for any seizure that caused the sufferer to fall down and be helpless. It is not surprising that many writers translated this as epilepsy, and so the term "falling sickness" and epilepsy have been loosely regarded as the same thing. Suetonius, writing in Latin, uses the term "morbus comitialis", the disease which, when it attacked a member of a committee, ended the meeting. Clearly such a description could include epilepsy, a stroke, a heart attack and also an attack of Meniere's disease.
Now, as CQsar's mental and physical powers remained unimpaired between attacks, it seems unlikely that they were caused by heart disease or a cerebral catastrophe. This leaves epilepsy and Meniere's disease.
When the "falling sickness" first overcame him, Casar was in the early fifties, a common time for Meniere's disease to start. As the most famous man of the Ancient World, there was no shortage of writers and poets to publicize his failings as well as his strength. Had he really suffered from epilepsy it is difficult to believe that it would have been passed over in the few words that have come down to us. Nor can it be said that the Romans were unacquainted with epilepsy, for here is a description given by Lucretius of an epileptic fit:
"Oft times with violent fits a patient falls, As if with thunder struck; and foams and bawls, Talks madly, shakes, moves here and there, breathes short, Extends and tires his limbs with antic sport;
His weakness wears and he forgets his pain; His strength, his life, his sense return again." Had Cstsar suffered from major epileptic seizures, surely these sensational attacks wouldnot have been passed over so lightly by the careful biographer Plutarch, or by the gossip Suetonius.
Had these attacks been something more serious than a labyrinthine disturbance, they must have left a greater mark on the man who, for the last fifteen years of his life, extended and dominated the Roman State. A man, moreover, who could at the end of twelve years' continuous fighting and political intrigue take time off to share with Cleopatra one of the great love affairs of the world.
That it could have been a minor form of epilepsy cannot be denied, though sufferers from petit mal so often are troubled also with bad tempers, fits of depression, or some form of neurosis and there is nothing to suggest that Ctsar was ever affected in any of these ways. Coming on at that time of life and not leading to any deterioration of mental or physical powers it is, in the light of our present kniowledge, much more likely to have been a benign disorder such as Meniere's disease.
We are still left with the problem of deafness, and though I have been unable to trace any contemporary account of CQsar being deaf, I shall always be grateful to the memory of Shakespeare-not only for the plays which we enjoy, but for suggesting an alternative and, to me, plausible cause for Caesar's "falling sickness".
